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1. Key Findings
Globally, it is estimated that 750 million people1, or 1 out of 10 of the total global
population are illiterate. While literacy rates have improved since first measured in
the 1950s, there are now more illiterate people on the planet than six decades ago,
with the challenge facing politicians, policy makers, NGOs and educationalists
remaining as great as ever.2
The subsequent impacts are significant and increasingly serious. The overall low
level reading and writing skills cost the global economy nearly $1.5 trillion (USD)
each year. Illiteracy is estimated to cost UK economy approximately over $50
billion. However, there are often-hidden costs of functional illiteracy that pose
even more significant costs to the economy and long-term personal and social
impacts on a person’s quality of life.
Functional illiteracy means a person may be able to read and write simple words,
but cannot apply these skills to tasks such as reading a medicine label, balancing a
chequebook, or filling out a job application.2 A recent study by the OECD3
estimated 9 million working aged adults in England, more than a quarter of adults
aged 16-65 had low literacy or numeracy skills or both. The report concluded that
this population would struggle to complete simple, basic everyday tasks such as
filling out a job application form or fully understand instructions on a prescription.
The OECD highlighted that “weak basic skills reduce productivity and
employability, damage citizenship, and are therefore profoundly implicated in
challenges of equity and social exclusion.
Latest findings show there has been a 30% decrease since 2012 in numbers of
children who read regularly and own a book from low-income and disadvantaged
homes. For Children in the UK, digital devices are replacing a nightly routine of
reading. The same OECD study in 2016 also concluded there was little reason to
assume the younger generation would do better than the generation they follow,
with young adults performing no better than older ones. In most countries
researchers examined, but not in England, younger people have stronger basic
1
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skills than the generation of people approaching retirement. The share of young
adults (16-34) with low basic skills (Below UK level 2) was 48.0% compared to
OECD average of 29.8%.
In other countries like the United States, for example, literacy is just as huge a
problem. In 2015 a study by the FINRA Foundation estimated that 2/3 of
Americans could not pass a basic financial literacy test covering credit, interest,
investing di-versification and inflation. Other countries, such as France estimate
that around 2.5 million people are affected by illiteracy. On an even more dramatic
scale, Egypt has a population of around 16 million illiterate adults.
This White Paper will discuss the economic costs of illiteracy as it is being faced
within the United Kingdom and across the globe, address the social impacts that
arise from that fact and provide recommendations for governments, city society
and businesses. Improved literacy transforms lives and communities by allowing
people to engage in everyday activities like getting a job. Governments, civil
society and businesses must work together urgently to tackle this problem.

2. Introduction
The purpose of this White Paper is to address the growing economic and social
costs of ignoring the illiteracy epidemic. It will discuss the cost of illiteracy in the
British and global economy, as well as provide suggestions for how to address literacy in both developing and developed countries.
Women and girls are often the losers when it comes to worldwide literacy. According to studies, 69 percent of Egypt’s illiterate population is female. Even in
countries like France, studies show that illiteracy is a much greater disadvantage
for women than men. This shows just how important it is to take women and girls
into policy accounting.
Beyond looking at literacy from a gender perspective, literacy efforts looking forward should also be focused on the positive and negative aspects of social media
and digital media online. On one hand, access to media means that content is easier than ever to access online. On the other, it opens the door to fake news, and for
a whole new aspect of “digital literacy” to come to the forefront. How can a read-er
know if sourcing is complete on a document or article? Not everyone has that
knowledge. The realm of the digital then, is yet another field where literacy needs
to be taken into account.

3. Discussion
3.1 Discussing the Social Impact of Illiteracy
The effects of illiteracy and low level reading skills in the United Kingdom are very
similar to other parts of the world. Without the ability to read or write, many illiterate
people become trapped in a cycle of poverty with limited opportunities for employment or income generation.
Consider some of the everyday choices that require literacy to make informed
decisions.
Reading a medicine label
Reading a food nutritional label
Balancing a chequebook
Filling out a job application
Reading and workplace correspondence
Filling out a home loan application
Reading a bank statement
Comparing the cost of two items
Working out the correct change at a supermarket
Understanding government policies
Voting in elections
Using a computer to do banking
Calculating a financial investment
Using a computer or smartphone to read the news
Communicating with others via email or social networks
Shopping online
Completing a higher education degree or training
Analysing sophisticated media and advertising messages
Assisting children with homework
Beyond simply economic outcomes, however, illiteracy represents an enormous
so-cial cost to those faced with it. Those who live with complete or functional
illiteracy are faced with the prospect of poor health outcomes, welfare dependency,
a lack of social cohesion, a higher level of crime and lack of self worth. Poor
literacy also limits a person’s ability to engage in activities that require either critical
thinking or a solid base of literacy and numeracy skills.
Countries like Egypt attempt to address this problem with government action, their

General Association for Literacy Education hosting a ten-year initiative which hosts
classes in mosques and public centres. The government also works with NGOs
like Carita Egypt’s Adult Literacy Program, which UNESCO recognizes as one of
top nine best adult literacy programs worldwide. Through these programs, adult
can learn that there isn’t anything shameful about learning to become literate and
that they can learn to be an active member of society with time and effort.

3.1.1 Society
Regardless of the number of problems illiterate adults and children face, the bigger
issue of illiteracy has to also be thought of on a societal level. Because literacy is a
necessary tool for those to work in government, many positions are vacant
because there are not enough individuals suitably trained for them. This not only
means that a country is left lacking in its own ability to operate, but additionally
civic participa-tion throughout the country will be lower. Long-term GDP growth will
stagnate as the proportion of adults with even functional illiteracy increases.3
Poor literacy amongst society might mean that people don’t have the ability to
understand the difference between real news and fake news. They might not
understand or be able to access basic health information, or how best to access
education.

3.1.2 Health
On a more personal level, illiteracy also hampers a person’s access and ability to
understand health information for themselves and their families. Illiteracy increases
the likelihood of high-risk sexual behaviour, due to lack of sexual and reproductive
education and inadequate or no use of contraception.
Talking about health means more than understanding health information. For
exam-ple, the French White Paper on “Mobilizing the Regions in the Interests of
Growth, Employment and Greater Territorial Equality” discusses health literacy in
terms of it in combination with vocational and social training. These three would be
police frameworks that regional offices could use to develop local partnerships. In
particu-lar, this kind of connection between literacy and health would really make a
different in rural and disadvantaged urban areas.

3.1.3 Crime
Crime is also significantly linked to illiteracy. Up to 85 percent of juvenile delin-

quents are functionally illiterate.4 After determining more than half of 150 inmates in
London prisons suffered from dyslexia, a pilot scheme was set to re-educate 50
prisoners. In the first two years of the Dyspel Project, only five inmates re-offended
while another thirteen went back to college and four found work.
Using these kinds of prison case studies, it was determined that while there were
lots of different reasons why prisoners might have been illiterate, learning how to
better read and understand numbers helped with their confidence. Maybe
prisoners were socially deprived, not motivated or had problems at school? In fact,
many of the prisoners with dyslexia had a history of being told they were stupid,
and there-fore didn’t try at school. Confidence was the key. Helping prisoners learn
how to better become functionally literate meant that one in three went on to higher
edu-cation. This just shows what an incredible impact making literacy programs a
part of prisons can make.5

3.1.4 Education and Welfare
While the effects of illiteracy can be seen in society, health, civics and the crime
rates throughout a country, its most dramatic social impact is in welfare and
education. Illiterate people are more likely to drop out of school, and subsequently
be reliant on welfare due to a lack of or low-paying employment.6 Functionally
illiterate parents who then have children tend to have lower expectations regarding
schooling. Work is often placed before education, and the children of parents who
have failed to complete primary school have the tendency to do the same.
Education is one of the linchpins of how literate practices can be passed on. For
example, when illiterate adults take the step to improve their own literacy skills, it
has a net positive effect on their children. These newly learning adults can help
their children with homework, encourage enthusiasm in the learning process, and
communicate effectively with teachers.7
Findings by the World Literacy Foundation have found that there has been a 30%
decrease since 2012 of the number of children from low-income/disadvantaged
homes who do not own children’s books or read regularly. For many children in the
United Kingdom, digital devices are replacing nightly reading rituals in the evening.
Adult illiteracy in the UK furthermore remains stagnant. Over the past eight years,
little progress or improvement of the numbers of adults who are func-tionally
illiterate has been made.8
Many adults are reluctant to admit when they struggle with literacy and, as a result
rarely seek help. One of the most important aspects of supporting adults with low

literacy levels is to increase their self -esteem and teach them of the benefits
improving their reading and writing skills.

3.2 Discussing the Economic Cost of Illiteracy
Over the years, there have been many attempts to place an economic value on the
cost of illiteracy in various nations. Disputes about the methodology used to
calculate these figures set aside, illiteracy costs the global economy nearly $1.5
Trillion each year. Why? At least one in ten people worldwide struggles with
illiteracy. Behind the numbers are millions of people who live in poverty because
they are either fully illiterate or struggle to read.

The cost of illiteracy to the UK economy is estimated at $50 billion
each year and globally $1.5 trillion.

Around 25 percent, or 9 million adults in England, struggle to read and write at a
basic level and can be described as “functionally illiterate”.9 The costs, however,
ex-tend past the very basic ideas of what can be considered reasonable. The
financial cost of illiteracy in the United Kingdom includes billions going to welfare,
un-employment and social programs amongst others. Additional billions are lost
through lower personal income and productivity. These numbers represent two
percent of England’s GDP - something which should be inexcusable for a power on
the United Nations Security Council. Other world powers like the US are estimated
by the National Financial Educators Council to have lost $280 billion in 2017 due to
a lack of knowledge about personal finance. Our analysis suggests this figure
could be much higher at $387 billion.
Globally, the impact of illiteracy varies from country to country, but earning
potential is limited in each case. Illiterate people earn 30% - 42% less than those
who are literate. Beyond this grave disparity amongst workers, these people also
do not possess the skills required to engage in further vocational training or
education. This means that illiterate people will most likely not have the skills to
advance in their careers nor increase their salary throughout their life.10
Lack of income represents one aspect of the economic cost of illiteracy. The
opportunity cost of lost wealth creation is an additional issue that is connected to
illiteracy. Without the financial literacy skills to understand mortgages or loans,
many illiterate people will make financial decisions without fully understanding the
impact. Saving for retirement or creating a personal financial plan will also be skills

they can use. This is a huge cost for the families of illiterate parents, the
businesses that employ people with poor financial skills, and communities that will
not grow due to lack of foresight.11
Take a country like Egypt, whose illiterate population numbers around 28 percent,
consisting of around 16 million people. These communities are stunted and cannot
grow because many basic skills are lacking for them. Ain Shams University has an
Adult Education Center, which claims that many adults don’t understand how to
use a credit card or ATM machine. These adults are then excluded from parts of
society.
Egyptian author Alaa al Aswany and Nobel Laureate Winner Mohamed El Baradei
supported a call for removing voting rights for people who were illiterate. They
claimed that information that is on television isn’t sufficient for voters. While that
may be true, this measure continues to exclude people from society.

Costs of Illiteracy
OECD countries, on average, spend around 4.6% of their GDP on educational
institutions at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. Note that in some countries,
additional education spending occurs in the private sector. (OECD Education
Database, OECD (2010); Education at a Glance 2010, OECD, Paris).
However, there is little data showing the cost of illiteracy globally. The World
Literacy Foundation has compiled the tables below to estimate the cost of illiteracy
worldwide. This report assumes that illiteracy costs a developed nation 2% of its
GDP, an emerging economy 1.2% of GDP, and a developing country 0.5% of
GDP. These estimates reflect a lower level of spending on social services such as
welfare, health and the justice system in less developed countries. All GDP figures
are 2017 estimates set at current prices in USD and are sourced from the
International Monetary Fund. (See HERE) In total, the estimated cost of illiteracy to
the global economy is estimated at $1.5 trillion (USD). (Note the actual total figure
will be higher as these tables include only the major economies of the world’s
developed, emerging and developing nations.)

Table A: Cost of illiteracy in developed nations
GDP (US$ billions Cost of illiteracy
	
  
Country
Australia

current prices)

(US$ billions)

1,390,150

27.803

Austria

409,316

8.18632

Belgium

491,672

9.83344

Canada

1,640,385

32.8077

Czech Republic

209,652

4.19304

Denmark

324,146

6.48292

Estonia

25,683

0.51366

Finland

251,381

5.02762

France

2,574,807

51.49614

Germany

3,651,871

73.03742

Greece

204,299

4.08598

Hong Kong

334,104

6.68208

Hungary

132,034

2.64068

Iceland

24,848

0.49696

Ireland

325,649

6.51298

Israel

348,006

6.96012

Italy

1,921,139

38.42278

Japan

4,884,489

97.68978

Luxembourg

63,517

1.27034

Netherlands

824,480

16.4896

New Zealand

200,837

4.01674

Norway

392,052

7.84104

Poland

509,955

10.1991

Portugal

211,696

4.23392

Singapore

305,757

6.11514

Slovenia

48,078

0.96156

Slovak Republic

94,997

1.89994

South Korea

1,529,743

30.59486

Spain

1,307,170

26.1434

Sweden

541,889

10.83778

Switzerland

680,645

13.6129

United Kingdom

2,565,051

51.30102

United States

19,362,129

387.24258

Total

47,781,627

955.63254

Table B: Cost of illiteracy in emerging nations
GDP (US$ billions Cost of illiteracy
	
  
Country
Argentina

current prices)

(US$ billions)

619,872

7.438464

Brazil

2,080,916

24.970992

Chile

263,206

3.158472

11,937,562

143.250744

Colombia

307,475

3.6897

Egypt

408,045

4.89654

India

2,439,008

29.268096

Indonesia

1,010,937

12.131244

427,666

5.131992

Lebanon

52,698

0.632376

Malaysia

309,858

3.718296

1,142,453

13.709436

Morocco

110,708

1.328496

Nigeria

394,818

4.737816

Pakistan

304,400

3.6528

Peru

210,013

2.520156

Philippines

321,189

3.854268

1,469,341

17.632092

China

Iran

Mexico

Russia

South Africa

344,064

4.128768

Thailand

437,807

5.253684

Taiwan

571,453

6.857436

Turkey

841,206

10.094472

Vietnam

215,963

2.591556

26,220,658

524.41316

TOTAL

Table C: Cost of illiteracy in developing nations
GDP (US$ billions Cost of illiteracy
	
  
Country
Afghanistan

current prices)

(US$ billions)

21,056

0.10528

124,034

0.62017

250,023

1.250115

Burkina Faso

13,187

0.065935

Cambodia

22,252

0.11126

Chad

9,740

0.0487

Eritrea

6,050

0.03025

Ethiopia

79,735

0.398675

Gambia

1,038

0.00519

Guinea-Bissau

1,295

0.006475

Haiti

8,360

0.0418

Laos

17,152

0.08576

2,140

0.0107

Mozambique

12,345

0.061725

Myanmar

66,966

0.33483

Nepal

24,065

0.120325

Niger

7,892

0.03946

Rwanda

8,918

0.04459

118,979

0.594895

Angola
Bangladesh

Liberia

Sudan

Uganda

26,391

0.131955

Tanzania

51,614

0.25807

873,232

4.36616

Total

The battle of illiterates in developed and developing nations
Although the effects of illiteracy (as discussed above) are the same in developed
and developing countries, the stories of illiterates are somewhat different. In
developed countries, it’s the story of a person who cannot function in a highly
technological society where living and working day to day requires being able to
read and sum. You probably made it to high school but dropped out early. Maybe
you were a slow learner. Maybe you had problems at home. Or maybe you just
couldn’t see the point of school – especially if your parents didn’t see the point of it
either. After leaving school, you make a huge effort to hide the fact that you cannot
read. But soon the effects of poor literacy come home to you in the real world.
Imagine coming home with the wrong food items because you can’t understand the
labels. Or not being able to read the newspaper. Or not being able to travel far
because road signs are gobbledygook to you. Or not realising you’ve agreed to a
hysterectomy because you can’t read the medical form you just signed. Or being
demoted at work when your employer realises you are illiterate. In developing
countries, it’s the story of a person who has to live amongst the poorest of the
poor, often in very remote places. You’re a mother and want your children to have
a better life. You want them to be educated. But your husband says they should
help with farming or take care of younger siblings so you’re free to help eke out a
meagre income. Even if you win agreement to send them to school, the nearest
one is hours away, on foot, through inhospitable terrain. Depending on which
country you live in, it could be miles of steep mountains, desert scrub or rivers that
often flood, cutting off access. If they get there, a willing but untrained teacher has
to manage a class of at least 50 children of varying ages. The school building (if
there is one) is in poor repair and exposed to the elements. There are few
textbooks and other resources. And if you’re in a country with more than one
national language, guess which one is used in class? Alas, the one your children
don’t speak.

Snapshot: Cost of illiteracy to a developed nation: UK
The Leitch report indicated that if the UK is to compete effectively in the global
economy, it would need to invest heavily to improve its basic skills base. This
includes a direct challenge to address the fact that 25% of the UK adult population
(OECD figure) is functionally illiterate. The number of UK adults who are functionally
illiterate is estimated to be somewhere between 6 to 8 million (National Literacy Trust
(October 2011); Literacy: A route to addressing child poverty?) and up to 9 million
according to the OECD. The NLT report said 95% of the population must be
functionally literate by 2020 to bring the UK in line with the upper quartile of OECD
countries. However, a recent study last year by the CIPD found England and
Northern Ireland together rank in the bottom four OECD countries for literacy and
numeracy among 16-24 year olds.4
The cost of illiteracy to the UK economy can be broken down as follows:
•
•

•

An estimated total of $51 billion is lost to the UK economy each year.
Individuals and businesses lose billions through lower personal income or
business earnings due to poor literacy (and this does not include the
opportunity cost of possible wealth creation closed to people with poor literacy
and numeracy skills)
It costs UK taxpayers billions more through benefits and social programs. A
high proportion of recipients of unemployment benefits and prisoners struggle
with reading and writing. Illiterate people make poorer health choices because
they struggle to access, read and understand information related to their health
thus placing a higher burden on the health system.

In the UK, people with poor literacy have the lowest levels of employment and are
more likely to be in manual jobs. Also, improved literacy rates show that (all data
from National Literacy Trust (October 2011); Literacy: A route to addressing child
poverty?):
• The likelihood of employment and higher wages increases
• The likelihood of a person using a computer at work (an indicator of a job role
requiring more professional skills) rises from 48% to 65%
• The likelihood of a man owning a home (an indicator of earning capacity)
4

https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/170419-uk-skills-crisis#

increases from 40% to 78%.

4. Recommendations
The World Literacy Foundation makes recommendations outlined below as a starting point to deal with the global issue of illiteracy. Each recommendation needs to
be adapted to individual country contexts. An adult literacy program that fits the
needs of lower-income families in the United Kingdom may not fit the needs of a
smaller community in rural China.

4.1 Establishing parent and adult literacy school programs
By developing adult literacy programs that are tied to income generation
opportunities, goals and positive reinforcement can be used as a tool to fight
illiteracy. When parents improve and enjoy using their own reading and writing
skills, they can further encourage their children to enjoy literacy. These programs
should also run awareness campaigns to overcome the shame associated with
illiteracy or low priority placed on education.
Take the example from the American Bankers Association that hosts a “Teach
Children to Save Day” every April. This offer parents the opportunity to improve
their own financial literacy while helping their child to learn these lifelong skills early
on. These don’t only have to come from associations. They can also come from
schools and can be tailored to each community.
Schools are the best placed to know what they need and establish the right kind of
literacy programs that will get the most attendance, and therefore make the biggest
changes.

4.2 Support children “at risk” of illiteracy
Helping children become excited about learning and making sure that they don’t
enter school already behind their fellow classmates is extremely important for
addressing illiteracy. Beyond that, a strategy should be adopted to make sure
these students stay in school. Governments should build more schools, improve
attitudes towards education and help support those who cannot afford school.
New scientific research confirms that early-childhood brain development shapes

the adults they become, the success they achieve, and the contributions they make
to the economy and society. Many children who grow up in low-income families
enter school with substantially smaller vocabularies than their classmates. Over
time, this disadvantage leads to further disparities in achievement and success
from academic performance and persistence to earnings and family stability even
20 and 30 years later.
Going to school without being able to read or write means a child is not able to
under-stand geography, what is going on in the world around them, develop their
creativity and imagination and ultimately reach their full potential.
Parents can combat illiteracy early by reading with their children. They can ask
schools for increased availability of literacy resources for their children.

4.3 Increase Availability of Resources & Finances
These strategies to end children and adult illiteracy rely on two significant factors:
resources and funding. Teachers need to be appropriately trained, schools need to
receive books and funding, literacy programs must be kept up to date and tutoring
must be provided for those who lag behind.
Governments, too, have their role to play. The American website https://www.mymoney.gov is a great example of how the American government help to provide its
citizens with up to date resources on learning how the “Principles of Earn, Save &
Invest, Protect, Spend and Borrow.” While illiteracy rates are still high in the United
States, meaning that resources like these are not marketed well enough – the fact
that they exist provides inspiration for similar measures that the UK or other European countries could take.
Illiteracy costs the world nearly $1.5 trillion each year. To reduce these costs;
there needs to be greater support to adult and parental literacy programs;
improved resources in terms of training and technology; stronger collaboration
between governments. Governments need to commit further towards literacy
initiatives and the illiteracy epidemic in their own country and in others. Creating a
central body to manage financial resources for international literacy initiatives
would be a useful tool to coordinate on a supranational basis for all countries for
not only funding, but also for mounting a worldwide campaign to raise awareness,

empathy and donations.

4.4 Include Women and Girls in Literacy
Around two thirds of the illiterate population consist of women. Literacy not only increases development in a country at large, but also by focusing on women and
girls as a main target – literacy campaigns can make a larger impact on all
development indicators beyond purely education.
Approaching literacy as a universal problem that goes beyond the basic financial
and language literacy by focusing on gender is a new approach, but one that can
improve the prospects of the global literacy movement. For example, combining
literacy with other vocational training skills allows for integration of these new skills
and ensures that they will be used in real life rather than simply discarded. This
also allows women to grow into more participatory members of the community in
the future.

4.5 Launch A Global Campaign for Literacy Awareness
On behalf of larger supranational organizations such as the United Nations, more
attention ought to be paid to illiteracy. Countries such as France have suggested
that they will set up a National Day to fight against literacy in order to perpetuate
the “Grand Cause Nationale” alongside International Literacy Day. This is only one
step in making literacy a cause that deserves more attention.
By building a global campaign, countries and larger UN organs have the
opportunity to encourage smaller scale innovations on the level of parents and
students as well governmental cooperation.

4.6 Work Across Country Borders
Even without a supranational governing body on literacy, countries can still work
to-gether to make regional plans to fight illiteracy across borders. France has
worked to develop and strengthen their regional organization and partnerships to
better combat illiteracy throughout the European Union. Creating councils and
liaising with other countries to see what they are doing that is and isn’t working
creates a more collaborative approach that can help to make fighting illiteracy not
just a local effort, but a global one.

5. Conclusion
In this report, $1.5 trillion has been estimated as the cost of illiteracy to the global
economy and over $50 billion in the United Kingdom. The social cost can be
calculated in terms of welfare payments or the increased burden on healthcare
systems, but ultimately the real opportunity and human cost will never be known.
Without literacy, people cannot create individual financial wealth, encourage
entrepreneurship amongst their communities, nor build healthy and stable families.
The lost opportunities of each individual human contribution to the political, cultural,
or economic areas of society are countless.
This report is published in advance of the third World Literacy Summit, which will
be held March 25-27, 2018 in the Sheldonian Theatre at Oxford University. Summit
organisers hope to secure a commitment from attending delegates to a global call
to action around an Oxford Declaration. The declaration calls for a greater focus on
literacy and education outcomes as well as equality for education amongst girls
and women.12
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